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In the spirit of the Havemeyers and J. Pierpont Morgan, George Arthur Plimpton (1855–
1936), longtime president of Ginn & Company, relied upon the cooperation and counsel of
Columbia’s Teachers College mathematics professor and historian, David Eugene Smith
(1860–1944), in assembling the well-known collection of mathematical memorabilia that com-
poses the Plimpton Collection of the Columbia University Library. The story of Plimpton
and Smith’s collaboration and search for rare manuscripts and texts described in this paper
illustrates the kind of beneficial cooperation that has provided important cultural legacies in
many fields including mathematics.  1998 Academic Press
Avec les conseils et la coope´ration du professeur de mathe´matiques et historien, David
Eugene Smith (1860–1944), George Arthur Plimpton (1855–1936), qui fut longtemps pre´sident
de Ginn & Company, suivit l’exemple des Havemeyers et de J. Pierpont Morgan pour assembler
un ensemble d’objets et de livres sur les mathe´matiques qui forment la Plimpton Collection
de la bibliothe`que de l’Universite´ de Columbia. Cet article raconte l’histoire de la collaboration
entre Plimpton et Smith et de leurs recherches pour trouver des manuscrits et des textes
rares, et illustre le type de coope´ration be´ne´fique qui nous vaut d’importants he´ritages culturels
dans beaucoup de disciplines, y compris les mathe´matiques.  1998 Academic Press
AMS 1991 subject classifications: 01A40, 01A60, 01A70.
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Scholars and the public at large owe much to turn-of-the-century ‘‘personalities’’
who assembled important collections of original works. Today their names are
associated with their collections, while the knowledgeable connoisseurs who func-
tioned as adviser-confidantes in assembling the most prominent collections often
are overlooked. Few outside the art world may know that the Havemeyers, whose
collection of 19th- and 20th-century art ranked as one of the most visionary of its
time, relied on the advice of Louisine Havemeyer’s close friend Mary Cassatt, the
American impressionist artist. Financier J. Pierpont Morgan built his impressive
library with the guidance of Belle da Costa Greene. An example in mathematics
of this collector–adviser model is the Plimpton Collection in the Rare Book and
Manuscript Library of Columbia University.
References to the Plimpton Collection, especially to the Babylonian clay tablet
referred to as Plimpton 322, abound in the literature (see [2]). George Arthur
Plimpton (1855–1936) relied on the expert advice of David Eugene Smith (1860–
1944) to assemble his unparalleled collection of mathematica. Plimpton’s interest
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in collecting ranged broadly—eclectic may be an understatement—from illuminated
manuscripts and mathematical texts to wooden cigar store Indians. He traced his
penchant for collecting to the purchase of an infantry uniform at a neighbor’s
auction when he was nine years of age [8, 11, 18, 51], yet this youthful experience
did not foretell his adult contributions to the history of mathematics. In school,
Plimpton struggled with mathematics, confessing that ‘‘[e]ven in my dreams it
became a sort of nightmare if, when I was sent to the board to make a demonstration,
I would forget the previous reasoning’’ [8, 37]. Despite his difficulties with mathemat-
ics, Plimpton had high praise for his teacher at Phillips Exeter Academy, the
legendary George ‘‘Bull’’ Wentworth whose son later was to be associated with
both Plimpton and Smith. After graduating from Amherst College and completing
one year at Harvard Law School, Plimpton accepted publisher Edwin Ginn’s offer
of a full-time position in the New York office of his textbook company. Plimpton
remained at Ginn & Company for 60 years and, after Ginn’s death, served as head
of the partnership [4, 243].
When he entered the textbook publishing business, Plimpton decided to seek
out ‘‘what had happened before.’’ Among his early acquisitions were the New
England Primer—‘‘the beginning of reading’’ he called it—and Isaac Greenwood’s
Arithmetic, Vulgar and Decimal (1729), the first mathematics text printed in the
colonies rather than imported from England [8, 45, 51]. He subsequently purchased
a 1424 manuscript on arithmetic by Rollandus from a book dealer near his New
York office. When Charles Sanders Peirce, the logician and philosopher, noticed
the Rollandus manuscript in his office, he extolled its value and suggested that
Plimpton venture beyond American texts and extend his collection to all of educa-
tion [GAP1]. On Peirce’s advice, Plimpton sailed to Europe in October 1885 with
the intention of visiting some of the great private libraries there. Over the next 15
years, he returned to European book shops regularly, purchasing an eclectic mix
of texts and a noteworthy manuscript later identified as ‘‘the oldest known Latin
manuscript of Euclid, with commentary (proofs) of Campanus, written on vellum
about 1260’’ [10, 433]. By 1900, Plimpton had gathered some singular mathematical
gems among his growing textbook collection [8, 59].
David Eugene Smith was five years Plimpton’s junior and came from a middle-
class family in Cortland, New York. Like Plimpton, he derived his interest in history
and the classics, his love of books, and his taste for travel and collecting from his
family. In his boyhood years, Smith accompanied his mother or father around the
Great Lakes to visit historic sites and museums. At age 19, he embarked on a
two-month tour of Europe. Four years later, he ventured to Central and South
America.
As a young man, Smith apprenticed in his father’s law office, but he did not find
the legal profession agreeable. A chance opening on the mathematics faculty at
Cortland Normal School in 1884 led him to teaching, which better suited his interests
and abilities. In the summer of 1885, he visited Europe again, this time in search
of mathematical texts to add to Cortland’s library and portraits of past mathematical
giants to illustrate his lectures on mathematics and its history.
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In 1891, Cortland granted Smith a leave of absence to study with Felix Klein at
Go¨ttingen.1 Smith decided instead to accept an invitation from the Michigan State
Normal School in Ypsilanti to take the chair in mathematics. While at Ypsilanti,
Smith reformed the department, organized a prototype program to train mathemat-
ics teachers, and built an impressive mathematics library of over 700 volumes. He
asserted proudly that ‘‘the library facilities in the line of pedagogy of elementary
mathematics are now the best in the country’’ [5, 78]. In 1898, Smith returned to
western New York to take the principalship of Brockport Normal School, a position
he would hold for only three years.
A shared interest in books and collecting brought Smith and Plimpton together
at the turn of the century. As Plimpton later recalled [DES1], Smith’s introduction
to his textbook collection occurred when Smith was principal of Brockport Normal
School. During a visit to New York, he visited Plimpton’s home, then on Thirty-
Third Street, and what he saw must have enticed him to consider relocating to
New York. From their first meeting, Plimpton recognized Smith’s expertise and
appreciated his resourcefulness. When Dean James Earl Russell sought out Smith
at a professional meeting in 1901 to offer him the chair in mathematics at Teachers
College of Columbia University, he quickly accepted and moved to New York for
the fall semester.
Smith and Plimpton’s interests overlapped not only in collecting historical mathe-
matics texts but also in producing contemporary school textbooks. In the 1890s,
Smith and Wooster Woodruff Beman of the University of Michigan mathematics
department coauthored a series of mathematics texts published by Ginn & Co. In
the early 1900s, Smith joined George Wentworth, ‘‘Bull’’ Wentworth’s son, to
produce a popular arithmetic series that established Ginn & Co. as a leader in
the field.
Plimpton’s first wife died in 1900. Smith’s arrival in New York in 1901 provided
opportunities for Plimpton to invite Professor and Mrs. Smith to dine frequently
in his home. In a letter to his host after such an evening, Smith revealed his keen
interest in Plimpton’s collection, admitting that ‘‘[y]our books kept me awake half
the night after our pleasant evening with you. But it was a delightful insomnia’’
[GAP2]. Five years earlier, C. S. Peirce had identified one of Plimpton’s holdings
as a manuscript of Liber Abaci written by Leonardo Pisano. Smith, ever the careful
detective, had questions: ‘‘My hurried examination of the Leonardo gave me these
points. . . . It would be interesting to know why Leonardo P(isano) has had the part
indicated [isano] erased & added later. I shall hope before long to have time to
take Leonardo’s work down with me and compare it with the ms’’ [GAP2]. Smith’s
skepticism proved well founded when it was determined that the work was not the
Liber Abaci (see [1]). Smith identified a treasure hidden amidst the purported Liber
1 Smith’s plan to study mathematics in Germany, particularly under Klein’s guidance, was not unusual
for American graduate students and mathematicians during this period. Although Klein welcomed well-
prepared American students to his seminars in Go¨ttingen, he expressed concerns about the general
level of mathematical preparation in the United States (see [DES5; 3; 6; 11]).
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Abaci, however: ‘‘I think we shall find that a certain other part is from Mohammed
ibn Musa (c. 825)’’ [GAP2]. Again Smith’s suspicions proved correct. Plimpton had
obtained not the Liber Abaci but a compilation of 15th-century Latin manuscripts
that contained a translation of part of al-Khwa¯rizmı¯’s Algebra et almuchabila. Smith
loved the role of literary detective and remarked that ‘‘[t]he most interesting part
of all will be to find the sources of the other extracts’’ [GAP2].
Plimpton was impressed with Smith’s knowledge and soon began to rely upon
him rather than Peirce for guidance in expanding his collection. Even before Smith
moved to New York, Plimpton wrote to inquire: ‘‘Would you advise me to buy
this manuscript, no. 12? Is it more of a treatise or a regular text-book?’’ [DES2].
Early in their collaboration, Smith recommended a departure from the strategy
that Peirce had offered. Instead of broadening the collection, Smith advised that
it should be focused: ‘‘As I look over the situation of your Library, it seems to me
a very desirable thing to do is to try and get a complete set of books in arithmetic
published before some given time, as 1550. . . . Such a collection would be unique’’
[GAP3]. Plimpton agreed, and Smith scoured the catalogs of European booksellers
to find 15th- and 16th-century arithmetics.2
Smith and Plimpton did not rely solely on bookseller’s circulars to expand the
collection. They sought out book shops and private libraries in the United States and
during extended trips abroad (for example, see [GAP4]). Smith’s recommendations
always balanced rarity and importance for the collection against price. In a 1908
letter from Munich, he applauded Plimpton’s restraint in dealing with a bookseller
who Smith felt sometimes engaged in devious practices (see [GAP5]): ‘‘I am rather
glad you did not offer Olshki [sic] the 1000fr. for the MSS. It does these men good
to learn that Americans won’t pay the prices they ask’’ [GAP6]. With Smith’s help,
Plimpton’s mathematics textbook collection grew rapidly. Within six years, the two
men had assembled the world’s largest and most complete collection of pre-17th-
century printed arithmetics. They continued their hunt throughout Plimpton’s life.
Smith viewed Plimpton’s collection not only with the eye of a fellow collector
but also with that of a scholar and educator. He proposed that Plimpton allow
students to study some books in the collection under his supervision, inquiring, for
example: ‘‘Would you be willing to let me take Recorde soon? . . . I have one of the
Barnard students working on ‘Recorde as a Mathematician’ for a thesis’’ [GAP2].3
Preserving these volumes for students and scholars was Smith’s principal incentive
for his efforts on behalf of Plimpton. In response, Plimpton often welcomed groups
of students, teachers, and others into his home to view his collection and to hear
the tales of their discovery. These evenings invariably ended ‘‘with ice cream and
after-dinner coffee’’ [9, 10].
2 Plimpton continued to acquire manuscripts of various sorts. His collection eventually grew to include
over 20,000 manuscripts from the medieval period through the early 19th century.
3 The reference is to The Ground of Artes by Robert Recorde, a 16th-century English mathematician.
The student may have been Christina Louise McKim, a 1901 Barnard graduate who was an honor
student in mathematics at Teachers College for 1901–1902.
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One unconventional approach Smith used in his attempt to add to the Plimpton
collection was to ask American missionaries abroad to try to obtain old books at
reasonable prices. In his open letter, Smith argued that ‘‘the Church has always
felt that education and religion should go hand in hand’’ [DES3]. He described
Plimpton and the purpose of his collection:
There is in New York, a gentleman who has collected a large library of old mathematical
works. This he has done at much sacrifice of time and energy, that he might place before
students the original sources from which mathematics has developed. . . . I am the more interested
in assisting this gentleman because I have a positive assurance that he will not allow his
collection to be scattered, but will donate it to some great library or other institution of learning
where it will be a permanent source of knowledge and inspiration to students in succeeding
generations. [DES3]
Smith then related his request: ‘‘What I therefore desire to suggest is this: In
certain of the remote mission fields it is still possible to secure, in the bazaars,
the fairs, the shops, or the homes, manuscripts of very early books which, unless
soon reclaimed, will be lost to the world, or sold to those who will not use them
for the benefit of scholars’’ [DES3]. No record of the success of this solicitation
has been found, but the letter illustrates Smith’s resourcefulness as Plimpton’s
agent.
In 1905, Smith offered ‘‘to donate my services in preparing’’ a catalogue of the
Plimpton collection [GAP7]. As he put it, ‘‘I think such a catalogue would put
DeMorgan’s Arithmetical Books for all time in the shade’’ [GAP7].4 The result was
Rara Arithmetica (1908), a handsome work published by the Athenaeum Press, a
subsidiary of Ginn & Co. The imminent publication of Rara Arithmetica led Smith
to appeal to Plimpton’s desire to have his collection as complete as possible. He
recommended purchases ‘‘at once so as to get the books in the catalogue’’ [GAP8].
Smith realized that the Rara Arithmetica would serve as the index of ‘‘rarity’’ and
hence of value: ‘‘[T]he Rara will stand as by far the most complete single work of
its kind & dealers will justly think that a book not there mentioned is rare’’ [GAP9].
In a letter written from Florence, Smith warned that ‘‘books that are not noted
there are going to command a higher price as soon as [Rara] is out’’ [GAP9].
Despite his recognition that Rara would influence manuscript prices, Smith’s per-
sonal interests were professional rather than financial: ‘‘I never expected to receive
a dollar out of it, and I did it to assist the profession and to make your library
known as it should be’’ [GAP10].
Smith’s assertion that his collaboration with Plimpton was motivated by a desire
‘‘to assist the profession’’ does not reveal the friendship that developed between
collector and adviser. The two men became close personal friends, with Plimpton
even relying upon Smith for advice in planning a new home. In 1908, as Rara
4 During the latter half of the 19th century, Arithmetical Books was recognized as the authoritative
catalogue of early printed arithmetics. Augustus DeMorgan compiled the volume based upon the
arithmetics in his personal library.
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Arithmetica was in press, Plimpton announced to Smith that ‘‘I have purchased No.
61 Park Avenue, a house about 25 ft. wide, between 37th and 38th Streets, and am
making plans to build a fireproof library in connection with it. I think it one of the
finest locations in New York’’ [GAP11]. He added that ‘‘You and Mrs. Smith will
have a chance to put in some of your good ideas’’ [GAP12]. Smith, who was in
Europe for the Rome meeting of the International Congress of Mathematicians,
replied that ‘‘[i]n planning [the library] I hope you will put in a few iron display
cases for exposing your rarest books’’ [GAP13]. The following summer Smith again
was in Europe. Plimpton had moved to his new home and was anxious for Smith
to see the house and its library [GAP14]. He also wished to assure Smith that he
intended to continue adding to his textbook collection: ‘‘You will be glad to know
that I have got all my books in the bookcases and plenty of room to spare both
for rare books and books that are not so rare. So now there is nothing to prevent
me from getting to work and completing the missing links along all lines’’ [GAP15].
Plimpton made it clear that Smith’s expertise was vital: ‘‘I have not done anything
about arranging my books because I wanted to wait until you and I talk it over,
for we don’t want to make any mistake this time’’ [DES4].
Plimpton often acknowledged the important role that Smith played in assembling
the textbook collection. For example, in a speech honoring Smith delivered in 1926,
Plimpton testified that ‘‘[w]ith regard not only to my collection of mathematical
books but to my other textbooks as well, he has been my unfailing adviser. The
success of my collection of early textbooks is due in no small measure to his
knowledge and inspiration’’ [7, 265]. Following Plimpton’s remarriage in 1917,
the Plimptons and the Smiths traveled together to visit libraries and book shops
throughout the world.
Their friendship and collaboration continued until Plimpton’s death in 1936.
Three years prior, the 78-year-old publisher offered a personal tribute on Smith’s
73rd birthday:
[I]n due course of time you became not only a famous teacher in the United States but,
internationally, a historian of mathematics, respected, loved, and honored by mathematicians
from one end of the world to the other.
I cannot let this birthday go by without telling you how much I appreciate what you have
contributed to the happiness of my life and to that of Mrs. Plimpton. I want to assure you that
you have my best wishes . . . for I everlastingly believe in you, what you have stood for, and
what you have accomplished.
Ever your sincere friend, Geo. A. Plimpton. [DES1]
In the same manner as Edith Havemeyer’s faith in Mary Cassatt and J. P. Morgan’s
confidence in Belle da Costa Greene resulted in cultural bequests to the nation,
Plimpton’s belief in Smith led to the donation of his entire mathematical collection
to the Library at Columbia University. As envisioned by Smith, the Plimpton
Collection serves as ‘‘a permanent source of knowledge and inspiration to students
in succeeding generations’’ [DES3].
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